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Worldly transactions
A SUNY Buffalo-trained lawyer finds his niche
in Southeast Asia
ohn Formichella ’96 had never
been outside the United States –
indeed, hadn’t traveled much outside of his native New York State –
when, in his first year at SUNY Buffalo Law School, the world opened up
for him.
Pursuing a longtime interest in Asia,
he inquired about study-abroad programs for law students and stumbled
upon one in Thailand.“The next thing
I knew,” he says,“that summer I was on
a plane to Bangkok to study at the Chulalongkorn University Faculty of Law,
studying international commercial law
courses. This was an unprecedented experience for me, and it opened up entirely new dimensions not only in terms
of cultural differences, but of experiencing a vibrant and robust economy
in its developing stages.”
His initial foray into Southeast Asia
has blossomed into a flourishing legal
career there, most recently as a partner
with the midsize Bangkok law firm Blumenthal Richter & Sumet. There he
practices corporate and commercial
law, working with clients in specific sectors of the economy, mostly industrial,
manufacturing and technology. His
clients do business throughout the region, including Thailand, India, Vietnam, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Laos.
It’s a long way from Buffalo, where
Formichella earned bachelor’s and
master’s degrees in economics before
his Law School work.“In graduate
school I became increasingly curious
about the law, especially with regard to
the application of economics and regulation,” he says.“At that time the Economics Department was located in
O’Brian Hall, and I had gotten to know
some law students and had some interaction with Law School faculty. I was
comfortable with the culture of the Law
School and found it to be an intellectually rich environment. On the same day
I was informed that I was admitted to
the Law School, I also received a very interesting job offer from a trading company. I had to make a decision. I chose
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“At SUNY
Buffalo Law
School, I
focused on
courses related
to corporate,
commercial
and tax law,
which gave me
a solid base to
build a
commercial
transaction
practice
overseas.”
— John
Formichella ’96

to go to law school.”
Richter & Sumet for
After that first expeseven years, dealing
rience of Thailand, he
mostly with Thai law.
returned in the sumHe notes that many of
mer after his second
his colleagues who are
year of law school to
Thailand natives have
work as a “foreign
master of laws degrees
summer intern” in the
from the United States
Bangkok office of Bakand England. He also
er & McKenzie.“Both
has been talking with
my graduate school
his alma mater about
education and legal edsetting up a chapter of
ucation at SUNY Bufthe Law Alumni Associfalo prepared me very
ation for alums working
well for working in a
in Asia.
law firm handling
One might think
cross-border commerthat mastering the lancial and investment
guage would be a formiJohn Formichella ’96
transactions,” he says.
dable barrier in the ver“Once I had the experibally exacting business
ence from working with Baker in Thai- of law, but Formichella says it isn’t so.
land, I understood the niche and ad“I’m not a fluent Thai speaker,” he says,
vantage of being a U.S.-trained lawyer
“but I understand and can listen to
on the ground in a developing market.
what is going on around me. I still
During my second and third years at
speak some Mandarin, which I learned
SUNY Buffalo Law School, I focused on while living in Taiwan. But most of the
courses related to corporate, commerwork is conducted in English.”
cial and tax law, which gave me a solid
Formichella and his wife, a Thai nabase to build a commercial transaction
tive, have a daughter, 5, and a son, 3, and
practice overseas.
he says his adopted city is very hos“For example, cross-border transac- pitable to family life.“Bangkok has
tions were (and are) memorialized in
many activities and places that are famEnglish (even though the parties are
ily-friendly,” he says.“There are many
not native English speakers), and there
things to do in the city, and it is a relawas a tremendous need for face-to-face tively safe place to live. It is an internaadvice, professional document drafting, tional city and is now estimated to be
etc. Simple things like being in the same the most-visited capital city worldwide
time zone made a difference for the
(just ahead of Paris), so there is always
parties because it made transactions
the presence of foreign visitors and
move forward more expediently.”
tourists. It is also a very affordable city
relative to major cities in the United
fter graduation, Formichella
States. My kids go to a bilingual school
worked for an international
(English and Thai), and now my 5law firm in Taiwan; as inyear-old daughter will correct my Thai
house counsel for a nuclear
and her mother’s English.”
power contractor, also in Taiwan; as
Nevertheless, he says,“It is always a
vice president and general counsel of a
challenge not being a native speaker of
telecommunications firm based in
the language, and not being a citizen,
Hong Kong; and as an attorney in the
which means that you do not fully parBangkok office of the firm Minter Elliticipate in society. But I am very comson, practicing corporate law.
fortable here.”
He has been with Blumenthal
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